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Fire regulatesmanyprocessesnecessaryto maintainhealthyecosystems.
We humanshavelearnedto manipulatemanyof theseprocessesto our
benefit.Until well into thepastcentury,fire wastheonly practicalwayto
accomplishmostnatural resourceobjectives.As long asweacceptedthe
inevitability offire on nature’sterms,theprecariousbalancebetween
humansandthis natural forcewasmaintained.But this union wasbasedon
necessity,sowhenmanyof thetasksformally accomplishedby fire could
bedonewith machines,the intentional useof fire wasusuallyconsidered
archaicandbanned.

Most ecosystemsexhibit wide amplitudewithin which theyaremarkedly
resilient,but theydo havelimits. In theU.S. wehavebeenslow to recognize
this fact.Attemptedfire exclusionhasproducedlong fire-free periods
punctuatedwith occasionalcatastrophicfire, resultingin declining
ecosystemhealth,which threatensthevery existenceofa largenumberof
endemicplantsandanimals.Accordingto a recentnewsrelease,sixty
percentofAmerica’snational forestsarein an unhealthyconditionwhile
one out ofeverythreeacresofnationalforest is deador dying. Theresulting
pyrotechnicsare spectacularfrom a distance,terrifying asone getscloser,
andpotentiallyfatal wheneverhumansaredirectly involved.After the
Yellowstonefires of 1989,thepublic demandedchanges:fire policy was
modified to returnfire to thewoods,while atthe sametimedirecting
agenciesto eliminatefires likely to endangerhumanhealthandsafety,orto
resultin severeecosystemdamage.

Modification of fire policy alone,however,couldnot changethereality of
thesituationon theground.We do not havethe ability to stopcatastrophic
fires oncestarted,but wecanreducethe fuels that fosterthem.Managersare
currently trying to translatethis federal fire policy into operational
guidelines.We can’tjust startup wherewe left off usingfire becauselong
periodswithout fire haveresultedin dangerousfuel conditions.Initial burns
arerisky, albeitnot asrisky ascontinuedfire exclusion.Spatialchangesin
topographyandfuels,coupledwith temporalchangesin fuel moistureand
weathermakethesuccessfulapplicationoffire asmuchart asscience.
Whenunpredictedweatheroccurs,fire effectsoftenfall outsidetheintended
range.Although therisk ofabadoutcomedecreaseswith multiple burns,it
neverdisappearsandthelaw ofaveragesis alwaysat work. Thereare
currentlyfewincentivesfor doingtheright thing, butmanydisincentives.If



we are to succeedin this endeavor,we must seizethis window of
opportunity to support the peopledirectly involved as well aswork with the
generalpublic. The public has difficulty differentiating betweenRx fire and
wildfire. Peoplefrom urban backgrounds are often not aware of the benefits
offire; they regard blackened landscapesas damaged,rather than as
rejuvenated. And eventhe peoplethat understand the necessityof fire, often
support its useonly when it is not likely to inconveniencethem.

The stateofFlorida has assumeda leadership role in making sure fire
managershavepublic supportand that it is deserved.A basic requirementis
to havea securelegal footing. LandmarkstatutespromotetheuseofRx fire,
give burnmanagerslegalprotectionif theyfollow certainprocedures,
providefor burnercertification,andallow theDivision of Forestryto burn
hazardousfuel accumulationson privateland.Manycountieshavepassed
ordinancesaffirming a landownersright to usefire and somehavepassed
ordinancesthatestablishsmokecorridors.Thestateobservesanofficial
Prescribed Fire AwarenessWeekeachyear.A MediaDay is alsoheld
annuallywherelegislators;andtelevision,radio, andnewspaperreporters
areinvited to participatein demonstrationburnsandseenewtoolsand
equipment.

Anothercrucial factoris to makesurefire managersarehighly trainedand
exudeprofessionalism.Floridahasits ownwildland fire training facility.
Numerouscourseshavebeendeveloped,andothersmessagedto reflect
Floridaconditioiis.The Division of Forestrymakessureits employeeshave
well-maintainedstate-of-the-artequipmentandpersonalprotectivegear.
Actualandforecastburningconditionsaregivento everyoneseekingaburn
authorization.They havetheirown fire meteorologistwho,uponrequest,
will provideaspotweatherforecast.Division personnelhelpplanand
conductburnsfor privatelandownersuponrequest.Fire councilshelpkeep
Rx burnersup to dateon researchresults,emergingtechnology,training
opportunitiesandotherfire relatedissuesaroundthestateand beyond.Their
webpagescanbe accessedthroughtheFloridaDivision ofForestryweb
page(http://flame.fl-dof.com/).

If we want the public to continue to allow fire managersto usefire, fire
managersmust consistentlydemonstratethat they are highly skilled and
well trained professionals.When the occasionaltemporary inconveniences
and rare bad outcomesoccur, wewant to make surethe public understands
that theseare much preferable to thedegeneratingcongested,diseased,
insect-infestedfiretraps that result from fire exclusion.To help in this
endeavor,Florida hasmadea concertedeffort to increasethe knowledgeof
future voters regarding the role of wildiand fire by developinga fire
curriculum for grade schools.We want everyoneto recognizethat the
judicious useofRx fire is indeed TI-lB ecologicalimperative in fire-adapted
ecosystems.


